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Abstract   
Leaders at all levels of government are put into the test during times of crisis, uncertainty, 
and collective stress. The current regional and global Covid-19 crisis, which exerts 
immense economic and social challenges on various sectors offers an opportunity for a 
careful analysis of the performance of our leaders in times of crisis. The purpose of this 
paper is to evaluate different tasks associated with the performance of public leadership 
during the Covid-19 pandemic in the Malaysian context. The focus of this evaluation is 
on five tasks during the ongoing crisis, namely: Early recognition, Sense-making, Making 
critical decisions, Cooperation, and Communication. In doing so, this paper provides 
valuable insights on crisis management for public leaders and policy-makers within the 
region.    
 




Current world crises are molded by many factors such as modernization processes, 
deregulation, information and communication technology, globalization, technological 
and development advances. The advances mentioned above in many fields imply a 
connected world that is prone to the impact of a single crisis (Boin & Hart, 2003). In 
recent years, media outlets are occupied with many examples of crises that demonstrated 
both the fragility and resilience of modern societies and those in leadership roles. These 
crises are effective reminders of how critical is the role of our leaders in developing 
resilient societies that are prepared to respond and recover from any occurring crisis 
(Stern, 2013). Crisis management can be defined as the collective activities that aim at 
reducing the impact of a crisis. The impact can be measured in terms of damage to 
individuals, public institutions, and critical infrastructure. Effective management of any 
crisis can save people’s lives, restores trust in public institutions, and preserve 
infrastructures (Boin, Kuipers, & Overdijk, 2013).  
In the business domain, early crisis researchers identified at least five stages 
representing traditional organizational crises. These stages vary from the commonly 
overlooked indicators of a possible crisis, the ongoing crisis and the subsequent harm 
prevention, to evaluation and learning after the crisis. All levels of the crisis lifecycle 
offer insights into successful leadership strategies in periods of crisis (DuBrin, 2013). 
These stages or lifecycle of a crisis are pertinent to the context of large-scale crises at the 
national or global level. Public leaders are expected to respond effectively to any 
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emerging or ongoing crisis to ensure keeping their constituents immune and resilient to 
the damaging effects. However, this task is never easy; crisis management is a challenging 
task for political and bureaucratic leaders given the complexity of modern world societies 
that are coupled with the globalized and connected world where economic and health 
crises are easily transformed from a region to another. 
The value of leadership in the area of emergency response is widely recognized. 
This emphasis is reinforced by popular culture. The demand for charismatic leaders who 
"save the day" by concurrently handle resources, information, and wild authority is 
widespread in the media outlets (Trainor & Velotti, 2013). Management of a crisis has 
never been a straightforward task. Organizational instability, media attention, uncertainty, 
and unreliable information are only a few variables that make it difficult for crisis 
leadership to make informed decisions (Boin & Hart, 2003). Moreover, numerous crises 
of varying scale, length, and difficulty have raised the significance of leaders in handling 
them. More extensive and rigorous preparation for large-scale crisis management is 
perceived to be one of the key priorities of public administration to ensure stability for its 
people (Kapucu & Ustun, 2018).  
A thorough and deep understanding of public leadership during times of crisis 
requires a careful analysis of the performance of our leaders during times of crises. The 
current Covid-19 pandemic offers an opportunity for both leaders and researcher in the 
field of public administration to shed lights on the effective tools and strategies in facing 
such a global scale crisis that threatens the stability of many societies. According to 
Mesaglio (2020), this Covid-19 crisis is a humanitarian disaster which continues to 
threaten millions of lives. Thus, effective leadership is essential, and there can be a 
positive side, which is that this crisis offers leaders with the ability to develop more 
collective synergy and creativity in facing this adversity (Mesaglio, 2020). Any leader is 
likely to encounter a crisis of some kind. Also, although we cannot completely foresee all 
crises or how they will occur, we can recognize practices that will better help us cope 
effectively with what we encounter and guide our societies to the better potential 
outcomes. The starting point in successfully managing crises is by learning from them 
(Anderson, 2018).  
The primary purpose of this paper is to reflect upon and evaluate five different 
tasks associated with the performance of public leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic 
within the Malaysian context. These five tasks or aspects are adopted and selected based 
on an assessment framework suggested by (Boin et al., 2013). Therefore, the performance 
of public leaders during the Covid-19 crisis in Malaysia will be evaluated through the 
lenses of the following tasks: Early recognition, Sense-making, Making critical decisions, 
Cooperation and collaboration, and Communication. Also, in this paper, the terms leader 
and leadership refer to individuals in the top and senior positions in the government and 
public institutions, whether they are political or bureaucrats. The following five sections 
of the paper present further discussions on the performance of public leadership in 
Malaysia during Covid-19 pandemic. Finally, the study draws a conclusion that will 
provide important implications for the understanding of how public leaders should go 
about managing crises effectively. 
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At the beginning of the year 2020 and due to the raising numbers of infections, the Covid-
19 outbreak started to receive serious attention around the world from different top health, 
media, and political institutions. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared on 
January 30, 2020 that Covid-19 is a global emergency; and governments globally started 
to apply different measures such as enforcing border shutdowns, restricting travels, and 
quarantine to curb this pandemic (Atar, 2020).  The initial response to this ongoing crisis 
has determined the scale of the outbreak in many countries. The early recognition and 
detection by leaders of the potential threats of this pandemic was very decisive in the 
effectiveness of managing the crisis.   
According to Persson, Parker, and Widmalm (2017), one of the critical phases of 
crisis management is the ability to sense an upcoming threat and to be prepared to respond 
to it (Persson et al., 2017). In order to address a crisis effectively, government leaders 
need to be able to discern that a crisis is taking place. In addition, leaders must look 
forward continually, including the development of early warning systems and systems to 
track emerging crises (Liu, Iles, & Herovic, 2020). In the Malaysian context, the first 
wave of Covid-19 began on 25 January and resulted in 22 cases on 15 February, including 
16 Chinese tourists. The government of the Alliance of Hope (Pakatan Harapan, PH) 
suspended Chinese tourist visas from Hubei on 27 January and from two other provinces 
on 9 February (Wong, 2020). Later on, Malaysia suffered a spike of cases arising from 
the Sri Petaling Tabligh religious gathering outside of Kuala Lumpur from 28 February 
to 2 March. The event was reportedly attended by 16,000 participants including 1,500 
foreigners, resulting in the largest known cluster of COVID-19 infections (Domingo, 
2020). Despite the fact that the outbreak in Malaysia coincided with an instable political 
environment. The quick recognition of the scale and magnitude of the threat of Covid-19 
on the country by both political and bureaucratic leaders has led an effective reduction on 
the impact of this crisis on the country.  
The early acknowledgment and detection of the potential menace of the Covid-19 
virus by public leadership in the country have played a key role in the later stages of crisis 
management during the previous months. In line with this, Boin et al. (2013) suggested 
that successful crisis management starts with a common awareness that a crisis has 
appeared and it that it needs effective response (Boin et al., 2013). Leaders are 
accountable for ensuring that the people and institutions they serve are positioned to face 
up to potential threats—expected and/or unexpected threats, and this is no simple mission 
(Stern, 2013). The precocious understanding by public leaders in Malaysia of the potential 
spread and development of the covid-19 virus to become a borderless threat that has its 
subsequent ramifications on lives of people and the whole social and economic domain 
within the country.  
Sensemaking 
The second important task in the process of crisis management for public leaders 
is to create conditions and means by which they could position and place a crisis in its 
proper context. This can assist public institutions and crisis management groups in dealing 
effectively with the emerging crisis. In line with this, Stern (2013) posited that it has been 
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long recognized that operational and strategic leaders have a vital position to play in 
making-sense (and explaining) emergencies and crises (Stern, 2013).  In a time which 
profound and even unwanted change is arising, crises need leaders who can display 
confidence while they are most insecure and demonstrate a vision for people even when 
their own perspective is blurred (Anderson, 2018). 
Similarly, Boin et al. (2013) proposed that during time of crises, arriving at a 
collective interpretation of the existence, features, ramifications, and possible scope and 
consequences of an emerging threat is a major challenge. If crisis management need to 
make rational choices, this sense-making position is vital. This task of making sense of a 
crisis is crucial if crisis leaders are to make an informed decision (Boin et al., 2013). The 
definition of crisis leadership implies that it is “the process of leading group members 
through a sudden and largely unanticipated, intensely negative, and emotionally draining 
circumstance”. Moreover, it is a mechanism that depends highly on communication in 
which the involved group verbalize and make sense of possible scenarios and goals, 
develop a collective vision and take actions (Liu et al., 2020). 
Crises and disasters have unprecedented economic and social repercussions on 
people’s lives. The public is also prone to panic and anxiety during times of crises; the 
task of leaders during these times of uncertainty and instability to convey a message of 
responsibility and care for the wellbeing of people. This task can be achieved by creating 
channels of communication and response to people’s needs. Moreover, Public leaders 
should ensure that these channels of communication offer a reliable and clear message of 
solidarity and confidence in the face of the ongoing crisis.  
Critical Decision-Making 
Leader decisiveness demonstrates the extent to which a leader seeks decision making and 
decisive actions. Decisiveness has been found to be an essential characteristic that a leader 
must have, and it is theoretically associated with assertiveness. Although leaders’ decisive 
actions are articulated with consistency and accuracy in decision-making, indecisive 
decision-making is seen as a cause for organizational failures (Kapucu & Ustun, 2018). 
Furthermore, Crisis management has been discussed in terms of decision-making. At the 
strategic stage, taking vital decisions; those that must be taken at the highest level is an 
essential, and very often an important task of crisis leadership (Boin et al., 2013).  
According to Kapucu & Garayev (2011), it is self-evident that any crisis has its 
unique circumstances and may need different course of actions and response. 
Consequently, in crisis cases, there is still an amount of confusion that induces group 
anxiety and tension. Particularly in the response level, public leaders should conduct 
different actions and, most critically, make fast and precise decisions in a time-sensitive 
setting with the little knowledge at hands (Kapucu & Ustun, 2018). In addition, with 
health, economic, and social institutions on the brink of collapse, it is difficult to predict 
know what the future world is going to look like, but its shape is depending on the 
decisions that our leaders make now. The manner in which leaders respond to the Covid-
19 crisis could forever change their societies' health, economic, and social structures. This 
crisis will decide the legacy of our current leaders, some will overcome the challenge and 
others will fail (Dirani et al., 2020). 
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Public Leadership in Malaysia has made various critical decisions to protect the 
people from the danger of Covid-19 virus and to restrict and prevent a major outbreak 
throughout the country as it occurred in many other countries. For example, one of the 
most crucial decisions is the introduction of the Movement Control Order (MCO), the 
MCO is a major step made by the prime minister after taking over the government in 
February 2020.  This decision impacted many sectors in the country both private and 
public and have a significant impact on the economy and society.  The MCO was formed 
into several phases and it proved that this decision has reduced the Covid-19 cases in 
Malaysia. Starting from 13 May until 9 June 2020, the government introduced the fifth 
phase Conditional Movement Control Order (CMCO) to loosen up some sectors, people 
movement, services and businesses (www.beritaharian.com). Another critical decision 
made by top leaders during the crisis in the country is the announcement of PRIHATIN 
Economic Stimulus Package (ESP), this was intended to reduce the impact from this 
pandemic, and to provide urgent assistance and to reduce the burden of all and were given 
gradually to the recipients (www.pmo.gov.my). The PRIHATIN Economic Stimulus 
Package (ESP) was one of the government efforts to recover the socioeconomic aspects, 
and was announced by the Prime Minister gradually along with the Minister of Finance 
to ensure the allocations and aids were given expeditiously to all (www.malaymail.com).    
Measures to contain the outbreak were formulated based on three principal 
strategies: (1) slowing introduction of global infections; (2) slowing infection of local 
outbreaks; and (3) executing community mitigation strategies. Travel restrictions for 
citizens, suspension of immigration facilities to travelers from affected regions, isolation 
of confirmed cases and quarantine of exposed individuals were imposed to slow 
introduction of global infections (Ganasegeran, Ch’ng, & Looi, 2020). Lately, the 
Malaysia government also introduced the Recovery Movement Control Order (RMCO) 
from 9 June until 31 December 2020 and the decision was based on the low rate of new 
cases, the livelihood of the people, and the effectiveness of the ongoing policies applied 
in curbing Covid-19, which proven to be fruitful. The (RMCO) allows for interstate 
travel, all social, religious, businesses and educational activities to be performed while 
restricting some activities like nightclubs. Following the Standard of Procedure (SOP) is 
a must, wearing mask in public places, using hand sanitizers and taking body temperature 
is mandatory at all places. However, the government might not hesitate to impose 
Enhanced Movement Control Order (EMCO) if the COVID-19 case is increase again in 
future (www.nst.com.my). 
Cooperation and collaboration 
Crisis management requires collaboration between institutions and collaborative 
leadership skills (Kapucu & Ustun, 2018). Government leaders of different levels operate 
within a framework of cooperation and collaboration in sense-making and responding. In 
doing so, giving up some of the authority they have during routine times is necessary. 
Collaboration is important as it provides a detailed view on the crisis and its possible 
solutions. Undeniably, collaboration will help converge messages from different 
stakeholders and improves the strength of the message (Liu et al., 2020). 
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Typically, a disaster or crisis requires extensive cooperation between a number of 
agencies and institutions, all of which may never have operated together before the crisis. 
To maintain a state of synchronised response and action, such cooperation across vertical 
and horizontal borders must be established (Boin et al., 2013). To build policy, strategies, 
and expectations, leaders need to improve situational knowledge to make strategic 
decisions and cooperate effectively. Situational understanding may provide not only 
epidemiological assessments and forecasts in the public health environment, but also 
awareness of the health system's potentials, the activities of other institutions, and the 
political and social environments in which public health is performed (Keen, Gilkey, & 
Baker, 2020). The establishment of a clear path for the envisioned solutions for the Covid-
19 crisis necessitates an effective cooperation and collaboration among all parties 
involved in the decision-making process. This task falls mainly on the shoulders of public 
leaders of the various political and bureaucratic institutions.  
In Malaysia, in the efforts of curbing the outbreak, government agencies worked 
together well, the Prime Minister himself showed his own credibility in handling the 
pandemic together with the Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Health and the Ministry of 
finance even though they were in position for not more than a month during the crisis. 
Ministry of Health gave a mandate to the Director General of Health to facilitate Covid-
19 cases, from screening, tracing, working with front liners and announcing daily 
information about COVID-19 to public.  While Ministry of Defence is responsible in the 
aspect of enforcement, law and regulations and deliver it to the public after reviewing and 
were advised by the Ministry of Health about the current situation 
(www.malaymail.com). At the federal level, the cooperation between the prime minister 
and ministries involved are at a good pace, by considering advices from these ministries 
before making critical national decisions. The state government also was reminded to not 
make any decision before consulting the federal government as the Prevention and 
Control of Infectious Disease Act is under the federal government.  The violation of 
power between the state and federal government will affect the enforcement of law. Thus, 
to avoid confusion and ensure smooth cooperation, the source of laws and decisions must 
come from the federal government only (www.beritaharian.com).  
Besides that, the federal government also guaranteed that it will be fair towards 
the state governments and to help them in recovering from the ramifications of the 
pandemic. Also, the federal government ensured that political differences will not be an 
obstacle in helping and developing the states during this pandemic and all states 
government should not worry about facing this pandemic because everything will be done 
together as a team (www.sinarharian.com).  
Communication 
In times of crisis, people are in need of leaders that will help them understand evolving 
situations and determine how to react. Communication is a critical aspect of crisis 
leadership (Liu et al., 2020). Providing and communicating information related to leaders’ 
activities to the public is also crucial in deterring improper behaviors on the side of leaders 
within public institutions and give opportunity to people to keep an eye on public leaders 
performance (Benlahcene & Meddour, 2020). An integral part of crisis management is 
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communication; it involves the regular and candid communications among employees 
regarding the current conditions. Communicating on a regular basis between team leaders, 
sharing perspectives, and maintaining the well-being of those affected by the pandemic 
is one of the key roles of leaders (Dirani et al., 2020). 
In general, communication can be described as the transmission of ideas, 
information, and emotions from one to another. In the end, all management practices are 
focused on the operation of a communication strategy. This is due to the fact that any type 
of managerial activities, decisions, their outcomes, and the future vision of an 
organizations can only be achieved and be meaningful if they are effectively 
communicated with organizational members and other stakeholders (Kapucu & Ustun, 
2018). During Covid-19, several organizations are facing communication difficulties due 
to the peculiar conditions created by the crisis. Orangefiery (2020a) conducted a research 
to gain workers' opinions on the need for communication and noticed they three main 
things. Firstly, transparency on what they know and what they do not know. Secondly, 
knowledge on services for physical and behavioral wellbeing to overcome stress and 
anxiety. thirdly, a better understanding of the complexity of the situation (Dirani et al., 
2020). 
In the context of Malaysia and during the previous months, the Malaysian Prime 
Minister stressed that the administration of the government must be based on the “rule of 
law” to prevent the misuse of authority and power while making decisions.  In addition, 
the cooperation between all parties, head of departments and ministries is needed and to 
establish regular communication and discussions and not to work alone during this time 
of crisis (www.pmo.gov.my). Furthermore, public leaders in Malaysia have also created 
a consistent and effective stream of information and communication with the public 
through various means. This was achieved by conveying accurate and rapid information 
on Covid-19 risk factors, transmissibility, clinical features and prevention strategies via 
social, print or electronic media which enhanced the understanding of the public about 
the virus and its nature. Consistent daily interaction between the government and the 
people to digest latest statistical updates and the do’s and don’ts during MCO via Short 
Messaging Service (SMS) reminders from the Malaysian National Security Council, daily 
press conference and social media posts had maintained transparency and compliance for 
the successful execution of legislative measures (Ganasegeran et al., 2020). 
Conclusion  
The objective of this paper was to evaluate different tasks associated with the performance 
of public leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic in the Malaysian context. In addition, 
one of the main aims of the paper is to enrich the scholarly discussions on the performance 
of public leadership during times of crises within the Asian region. The performance of 
public leadership during the Covid-19 crisis was looked at based on five tasks which were 
based on the assessment framework formulated by (Boin et al., 2013). While being the 
most potent infection to the human population globally, the potential complications and 
consequences of Covid-19 pandemic are anticipated to persist for months to come before 
sufficient scientific treatment approaches, and vaccinations are available (Ganasegeran et 
al., 2020). Thus, it is of critical importance to apply proper measures to safeguard both 
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the people and economies within the Asian region. However, in the absence of public 
leaders who are able to manage the crisis effectively and execute their tasks successfully; 
the consequences of Covid-19 will be more costly. 
As of October 16, 2020, Malaysia like other countries is witnessing the second 
wave of Covid-19; according to the Ministry of Health Malaysia, the total recorded 
positive cases of Covid-19 are 18,129 with 170 deaths and 12,014 recoveries, leaving 
with 5,945 active cases. The current crisis of Covid-19 has and will continue to have, 
tremendous effects on us at the human, social, institutional, and international levels. The 
pandemic emphasizes, at the institutional level, on the role of leaders in reshaping their 
institutions to succeed during and after the pandemic (Dirani et al., 2020). The effective 
execution of the tasks mentioned earlier is pivotal during times of crisis. The discussed 
assessment framework is an essential reference for public leaders locally and within the 
Asian region that seek to manage the Covid-19 crisis effectively. Performing these tasks 
effectively will help public leaders to improve their capacity to provide vital solutions to 
the ongoing crisis and establish effective strategies to best serve the needs of people in 
these times of fear and uncertainty. Moreover, adhering to a proper execution of the five 
tasks during the ongoing crisis will assist institutions that are in the front lines of the 
struggle against the growing challenges of Covid-19 to develop better coping 
mechanisms. 
The effects of Covid-19 pandemic are well-documented in various sectors in 
Malaysia. Educational, economic, and social institutions are suffering the consequences 
of the ongoing crisis. The Covid-19 pandemic is exerting great challenges for businesses 
who are striving to sustain their activities and crippling the livelihood of most people, 
especially the vulnerable and poor groups in the country. However, the current public 
leadership in Malaysia has shown a relatively proper response and management of the 
Covid-19 crisis, especially if we compare its performance to other countries of much 
stronger economies and better health systems. Nevertheless, a thorough evaluation of the 
performance of the current public leadership in Malaysia in managing the Covid-19 crisis 
requires more systematic analysis. This evaluation will not be robust unless it includes all 
faces of the Covid-19 crisis; during and after the crisis.  
In addition, public leaders should seek more innovative solutions to the ongoing 
crisis and plan for the long-term. For instance, in May 2020, the Department of Statistics 
Malaysia reported that 42.5 % of the companies/business firms require more than six 
months to recover. Also, it was reported that majority of companies are satisfied with the 
way in which the government is handling Covid-19 pandemic. However, if this crisis 
continues for a longer period, companies and businesses will not be able to recover 
quickly. Likewise, the burden on vulnerable and poor people will be more severe. Hence, 
previous lockdown phases and crisis management measures applied by public leaders 
might not be as successful as they were during the past months. Innovative solutions and 
long-term planning for the current crisis of Covid-19 are required in order to survive the 
ongoing crisis. These times of uncertainty and collective stress call for leaders who are 
willing to take responsibility, lead with authenticity and courage, and foresee the 
upcoming challenges and ramifications of the ongoing crisis.  
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